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We will look first at the psalms individually, then at their relationship to some other psalms, and finally at their location.
I
First, the literary and theological character of the three psalms. All are the work of poets who are bringing together elements of vocabulary, style, and theology from various parts of the emerging Hebrew canon of scripture. This intentional mixing is a way of expressing a more comprehensive understanding of God and is the basic characteristic of such poetry. In each of these psalms there is a clue to how its author viewed the Psalter.
Psalm 1 connects the interpretation of Israel's past found in Deuteronomy-Kings with the question of how each person should live in the present to have a fortunate future.
In form, vocabulary, and topic, Psalm 1 is a creation of the literary conventions found in Proverbs. It begins with a "Happy is the one who..." formula and is shaped on the model of an antithetical saying. It contrasts two ways of conduct, the way of the righteous and that of the wicked. One brings life to fulfillment; the other leads to nothing. As in Proverbs, the way of the righteous is learned from instruction (tord).
But in its central subject matter, the psalm is related to texts in the books of Joshua and Deuteronomy and Jeremiah. It describes the happy righteous as one whose concern is with the instruction of the Lord and who therefore studies it constantly. The description is a variation of the Lord's instruction to Joshua when he succeeds Moses as leader of Israel. Joshua stands in the succession of the torah of the Lord and must recite it day and night to incorporate it into his conduct as he leads Israel into the land; only then will he and Israel prosper in the ventures ahead (Josh 1:8). In the law for the kings in Deuteronomy, much the same is said about all rulers of Israel. Kings are to have a copy of the torah and read it all their lives and observe it so that their reign may endure in the midst of Israel (Deut 17:18-20). Judges-Kings emphasizes and illustrates the point by the way leaders and kings are evaluated in these books. In the book of Jeremiah, the simile of a tree planted by streams of water is used to describe the blessedness of those who trust in the Lord (Jer 17:5-8). By appropriating the simile, the author of Psalm 1 teaches that trust in the Lord is expressed by constant concern with his instruction.
The first psalm, by echoing these texts, applies the instruction and lesson of that record to wisdom's question about how life is to be lived. The torah of the Lord replaces wisdom and its human teachers. The responsibility that once was primarily that of Israel's leaders is laid squarely on the shoulders of the pious.2 In its introductory role, Psalm 1 is a signal of the importance of the Psalter for that piety and of torah-piety for the book of Psalms. All the categories by which the psalmists identify themselves and their circle-servants, humble, fearers of the Lord, devoted ones--are to be understood in light of the first psalm.
Psalm 19 brings together cosmos, torah, and prayer. It puts in an interrelated sequence the language of the heavens, the instruction of the Lord, and the words of the psalmist.
The psalm is a literary unit. The custom of dividing it into two or three separate units overlooks the compositional techniques, uncovered in several recent studies, that unite quite different styles and topics.3 To a strictly form-critical approach, the combinations seem artificial. But that is an indication that this poem and many others assigned to "mixed-genres" are a type of literature whose generic characteristic is the gathering and combination of styles and materials into a new kind of unit. plural. "Statutes" is added. "Word of the Lord" is second only to torah in frequency, a term whose provenance is the latter and former prophets. "Saying," a synonym of "word" in the Psalms (105:19; 147:15) is a major term. "Way" and its frequent parallel, "path," get marginal use. The practice of forming word clusters of this kind seems to begin in DeuteronomyKings, where the cluster is used to combine various kinds of legal sentences under the one rubric of torah.9 Psalm 19 continues the practice with the same intention of referring to what is being brought together. But in Psalm 119 the expansion of the list reflects not just the consolidation of various kinds of materials, as in Deuteronomy, but the assembling of various writings that provide access to the teaching of the Lord. The cluster of terms is not so much a list of synonyms that refer to one entity but more a vocabulary that refers to a variety of writings which are regarded as having one function. The list is meant to include whatever serves as instruction about the way of the Lord and of his servants.
Moreover, the psalm is strewn with phrases that appear in other books of the Hebrew canon and in other psalms. The correlations are all laid out in Alfons Deissler's minute investigations of the text.10 One can argue about whether the phrases are self-conscious references to and quotations of other texts, or the product of a mind so steeped in searching other texts that they are used in a subliminal way in composition. In either case, the implication is the same. The poet repeatedly refers to searching, studying, reciting the material identified by his cluster of terms, a clue that he is quite aware of his sources and what he is doing." Within the acrostic structure the poetic lines form a generic montage of elements drawn from the principal types of psalms. The elements of the hymn, the thanksgiving, the lament, the song of confidence, and the didactic poem are used in a way that seems somewhat controlled by the demands of the acrostic pattern and somewhat by immediate context. Within those constraints, the psalm praises the Lord, makes petitions, describes trouble, confesses need, makes vows, tells of salvation, asserts trust, describes the wicked-and so on. All this generic diversity is held together as though the one who addresses God through the psalm were himself in his trust and experience the life setting of it all. This combination of psalmic genres into speech with which the servant of the Lord speaks to God is a clue to the way the rest of the psalms are viewed. They are all particular cases of the way a servant addressed his divine Lord, themselves fragments of a larger whole brought together in Psalm 119. It also becomes clearer why study of the torah is said in the introduction to be the characteristic of the righteous. How does one come to be able to praise and pray and act out of the center of torah? Three times in the Psalter we hear of the person on whose mind and emotions torah is, as it were, imprinted.'3 "I am concerned to do your will; your torah is inside me" (40:9); "Your word I have stored up in my mind" (119:11); "The mouth of the righteous recites wisdom and his tongue speaks what is right. The instruction of his God is in his mind" (37:30-31). How is it that the instructing word has been incorporated in the very structure of consciousness? By a kind of study mentioned in the context of two of these quotations and in all three of the torah psalms. 14 It is a kind of study that proceeds orally; it rehearses and repeats. It searches the instruction of God by reciting in receptivity until the matter becomes part of the thinking and willing and doing. For this kind of discipline any text that has become scripture can become instruction, command, word, precept. 
IV
The three points considered above sketch an approach to the Psalms that begins with the torah psalms. These considerations show that much appears in a different light when these psalms are allowed to provide an introduction to and a perspective on the rest. To take up the torah psalms as the problem children of the Psalter is in the end to take up the question of the entire book of Psalms. Implications, possibilities, and questions are uncovered that do not usually arise in other approaches.
The context for the construal of language in the Psalms shifts. Semantic horizons are more those of intratextual relations and less groups of types and reconstructed cultic occasions. Form-critical and cult-functional questions are subordinated and questions of content and theology become more important. The so-called mixed type of psalm takes on an important role as clue to the way the Psalms are to be viewed and understood.
The torah psalms point to a type of piety as setting-in-life for the Psalms, a piety that used the entire book as prayer and praise. That means this piety was quite different from any self-righteous, single-minded legalism. Its basic religious commitments were devotion to the instruction of the Lord and trust in the reign of the Lord. The two primary problems with which it lived were wickedness in self and society and the arrogance and power of the nations. The questions with which it wrestled were the incongruence of conduct and experience and the hiddenness of the purpose of God in history. Its way was faithfulness through study and obedience and hope through prayer and waiting. The Psalms were reread in the light of this piety and it in turn was constantly shaped by the use of the Psalms.
If there be a bit of cogency to this approach to the Psalter, it is an illustration in the field of criticism of the eschatological proverb, "The last will be first, and the first last."
